
 
The Butterfield Overland Mail transferred passengers and mail 

to light, but durable vehicles for travel over rough roads. 
From Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, October 23, 1858. 
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Today the word “stagecoach” is applied almost exclusively to the 
classic, oval-shaped overland coach produced in Concord, New 
Hampshire. These have regularly starred in countless Western movies 
and colored the perceptions of many filmgoers. Throughout the 19th 
century, however, several types of vehicles carried passengers and 
mail. Each was simply referred to as the “stage.”  
 
Manufacturers produced many styles and sizes for stage travel, from 
passenger wagons and hacks to overland coaches and open-sided 
wagons, including ambulances, mud wagons and celerity wagons. The 
type of stages used depended largely upon the character and the 
condition of the roads, the distances to be traveled and the destination.  

 
On the roughest 
Western routes, 
the Butterfield 
Overland Mail 
and later Wells, 
Fargo & Co. 
frequently 
transferred 
passengers and 
mail to 
lightweight, more 
durable celerity 
wagons or to the 
less expensive, 
but also light mud 
wagons. 
 

 
Concord Coaches 
 
From the mid- to late-19th century, manufacturing centers for stages 
included Albany and Troy, New York, several towns in New England, and 
cities on the West Coast, like Stockton and San Diego.1, 2  Concord, New 
Hampshire, however, developed into the center for coach production 
when wheelwright Lewis Downing (whose shop opened in 1813) joined 
his skills with expert coachbuilder J. Stephens Abbot from Maine. 
Together, they took stagecoach construction to a new level.3 In 1826, the 



 
Cross-section of the Concord coach’s thorough braces 

from Nick Eggenhofer’s Wagons, Men and Mules. 

two began turning out their first coaches.4 The partnership lasted over 20 
years, turning into a thriving business that became world-renowned.   
 
What separated Abbot and Downing from other coachbuilders of their 
day were the vehicles’ handsome appearance, durability, and overall 
quality.5 These masterpieces of construction had no equal. Concord 
stagecoaches were first to offer shock-absorbing thorough braces—an 
important feature not just for passengers, but for the animals pulling 
them, too. These braces allowed the coach to rock back and forth and 
swing sideways, too.  
 

Thorough braces were strips of leather cured to the toughness 
of steel and strung in pairs to support the body of the coach and 
enable it to swing back 
and forth. This cradle-
like motion absorbed 
the shocks of the road 
and spared the horses 
as well as the 
passengers. It also 
permitted the coach to 
work up its own 
assisting momentum 
when it was mired in a 
slough of bad 
road…These thorough 
braces were carefully 
wrought and intricate in 
arrangement, and it 
usually required the hides of more than a dozen oxen to supply 
enough of them for a single coach.6 

 
Mark Twain and his brother traveled west by overland stagecoach in 
1861. He described their experiences in his book, Roughing It , 
wherein he wrote: “Our coach was a greate [sic] swinging and 
swaying stage of the most sumptuous description—an imposing 
cradle on wheels.” It rocked on its thorough braces, instead of 
bouncing on steel springs.7 
 
Abbot and Downing coaches came in three sizes, “…built to hold six, 
nine, or twelve passengers, though some of the later models could 
crowd twenty in, and they were usually drawn by teams of four or six 
horses, whose harnesses were supplied by the James R. Hil l  
Company, also of Concord.”8 More passengers could be seated on 
top of the coach.  
 
The company offered special features on its vehicles. 
 



A stage off to the mines 
drawn by J. Ross Browne 

The coaches were … equipped with an ingenious apparatus for braking. 
Sand boxes were placed over the brake pads in such a way so that sand 
could be released when approaching the more rugged hills along the trail. 
 
The inside of the Concord Coach was only a bit over four feet in width, 
and its height inside was about four and one-half feet. The interior, 
upholstered in padded leather and damask cloth… The seats, covered 
with leather-covered pads, were reported to be harder than the wood 
beneath them…. 
 
The final touch for the Concord Coach was 
its paint job. And, there were never any two 
exactly alike. It was a gloriously beautiful 
coach to look at with the favorite colors for 
the coaches being red for the body and 
yellow trim, with an exquisite landscape on 
the doors. The two coats of paint were hand-
rubbed, then finished with two more coats of 
spar varnish. Gold leaf scrollwork was 
artistically painted in the interior.9 

 
Abbot and Downing produced other 
types of vehicles, as well.  
 

In addit ion to the celebrated coaches, 
the f i rm made a variety of wagons of 
the more common kinds, and a wide 
assortment of the type of stage 
wagons general ly known as “mud wagons.” These included 
models known as Passenger Wagons, Passenger Hacks, and 
Overland Wagons; and there was an ambulance resembling 
the Army’s widely-used Dougherty wagon. Open-sided 
wagons were designated as Mail  Wagons, Austral ian 
Wagons, and Florida Wagons. A Mail  Jerky was a short, two-
seated wagon; and there was a Picnic Wagon, a three-seated 
topless open carr iage. The Yel lowstone Wagon, with rol l -
down curtains and three forward-facing seats inside, was 
made especial ly for sight-seeing in the wel l-known park but 
some were also used on regular stage runs. Al l  these had the 
typical stage-wagon thorough-brace suspension.10 

 
Celerity Wagons 
 
Coach works in Albany, New York and Concord, New Hampshire 
(and perhaps elsewhere) manufactured celerity wagons. James 
Goold’s factory in Albany built 100 of the wagons for service on the 
Butterfield Overland route in 1857.11 The New York Herald’s  special 
correspondent, Waterman L. Ormsby, attr ibuted the innovative 
design for the celerity wagon to John Butterfield.12 Instead of having 



a heavy wooden top, typical of most coaches, it had a l ight frame 
structure with a thick duck or canvas covering. This reduced the 
weight of the vehicle. Its wheels were also set further apart and 
were protected by wide steel r ims. These details helped to keep the 
vehicle from tipping or the wheels from sinking in soft roadside 
sands.13  
 

 
 
While not as comfortable for daytime travelers as the larger, well-
appointed overland coaches, they were designed for passenger 
travel at night. Ormsby, who was the f irst through passenger on the 
Butterfield Overland Mail Line in 1858, described the wagon’s 
sleeping accommodations: 
 

As for sleeping, most of the wagons are arranged so that the backs of the 
seats let down and form a bed the length of the vehicle. When the stage 
is full, passengers must take turns at sleeping. Perhaps the jolting will be 
found disagreeable at first, but a few nights without sleeping will obviate 
that difficulty, and soon the jolting will be as little of a disturbance as the 
rocking of a cradle to a sucking babe. For my part, I found no difficulty in 
sleeping over the roughest roads, and I have no doubt that any one else 
will learn quite as quickly. A bounce of the wagon, which makes one’s 
head strike the top, bottom, or sides, will be equally disregarded, and 
“nature’s sweet restorer” found as welcome on the hard bottom of the 
wagon as in the downy beds of the St. Nicholas. White pants and kid 
gloves had better be discarded by most passengers.14  

 
Abbot and Downing’s version of the celerity wagon, produced in 
Concord, used thorough braces (described in the previous section), 
which made the ride more comfortable for passengers and far safer  
for the animals pull ing the vehicle. It also was smaller, having two 
passenger seats. And, it probably was more maneuverable on 
mountainous roads and across deserts. According to Nick 
Eggenhofer, it could carry f ive to six hundred pounds of mail.15 
Because of the l ight roof construction, baggage was stowed in the 
boot at the back of the vehicle or, if need be, inside with the 

 
A stage line way station in the desert, c.1871, attributed to Vincent Colyer. 

Note the celerity wagon. Courtesy of The Bancroft Library. 



 
Celerity Wagon on exhibit at Seeley Stable  
in Old Town San Diego State Historic Park.

passengers, but not on top. Wide window and door openings also 
kept the celerity wagon l ightweight, lett ing the air f low through along 
with the dust and the rain. Heavy duck or leather roll-down curtains 
were the passengers’ only protection from the elements. There was 
no way to heat the stage.  
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